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In the decades prior to 1920, except for the work of 

the circus clowns, pantomime was eclipsed by the spoken drama. 
/ 

Then Etienne Decroux emerged as a new force in the theatre, 

and interest was renewed in pantomime on the stage. Students 

of his work, like Jean-Louis Barrault and Marcel Marceau, 

experienced wide popularity among theatre audiences. Also, 

during the 1920's, pantomime flourished in the silent films 

of Charlie Chaplin and other performers. With the advent of 

sound, however, pantomime in film died away. Then, in the 

1950's, mime became a regular feature of some comedy tele-

vision shows, most notably those of Red Skelton. Skelton's 

programs became the last stronghold of pure comic mime aimed 

at a mass audience. 

While these are not the only artists to gain fame for 

their miming in the last five decades, each of them had 

unique ideas about pantomime. For one, it was a key to the 

understanding of man's inner being; for another, a means of 

causing uproarious laughter. 



Chapter I contains a short history of pantomime from 

earliest times to 1920. The pure mimes usually work alone 

with no special costumes, backgrounds, or make-up. Pantomimes 

in which the theatrical elements are used are often played 

by large casts in a lavish style. Chapter II deals with the 

/ 

pure pantomimists, with a section each on Etienne Decroux, 

Marcel Marceau, and Red Skelton. Chapter III is devoted to 

the mimes who use scenery, properties, and music in their 

performances, the sections covering the work of Jean-Louis 

Barrault and Charlie Chaplin. A final chapter draws con-

clusions from the study and suggests areas for further 

investigation. 

Yet this thesis is neither a textbook of pantomime, 

with instructions for the development of mimetic expertise, 

nor a history of pantomime. What is recorded is the personal 

philosophy of the art of pantomime of Decroux, Marceau, 

Skelton, Barrault, and Chaplin. The section devoted to each 

artist contains the portions of his biography pertaining to 

his development as a mime and a representative sample of 

critical reactions to his work. 

In addition, the thesis offers evidence that comic 

pantomime underwent a change of style in its use by the 

mimes who are studied here. Whereas the comic style was 

originally unique to pantomimes that had no other intent 



but to produce laughter, or, at most, pathos, the mimes under 

consideration took the comic pantomime into the realms of 

introspection and philosophy. All five artists developed 

styles of pantomime which were in harmony with this new 

method of miming. Decroux, Barrault, and Marceau were the 

products of a formal schooling in mime; Chaplin and Skelton 

perfected their styles through the experience of performing 

before audiences. 

Through their works, each of these artists made state-

ments about the individual man's relationship to society and 

fate. Chaplin's Tramp craftily fought against these forces 

with defiance and disdain; Marceau's Bip and Barrault's 

Pierrot were sad and pathetic little characters, always at 

the mercy of the fortunes of life; and the characters of 

Skelton's mimes took a happy-go-lucky attitude—they were 

out of their element, but never quite realized it. Thus, 

each of the personal philosophies that the human race had 

the option of embracing is represented in the pantomimes of 

the artists studied here. Pantomime as Decroux reestablished 

it was not concerned so much with objective representations 

and physical virtuosity, as with the illumination of man's 

inner being. 
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PREFACE 

Between 1920 and 1970, the art of pantomime achieved 

greater and greater popularity with theatre audiences. In 

the decades prior to 1920, except for the work of circus 

clowns, pantomime had been eclipsed by the spoken drama and 

/ 

by lavish musical productions. Then Etienne Decroux emerged 

as a new force in the theatre, and the interest in pantomime 

on the stage was renewed. Students of his work, like 

Jean-Louis Barrault and Marcel Marceau, experienced wide 

popularity among theatre audiences. Also during the 1920's, 

pantomime flourished in the silent films of Charlie Chaplin 

and other performers. With the advent of sound, however, 

pantomime in film died away. Then mime's revival in film 

occurred in the 1950's when it became a regular feature of 

some early comedy television shows, most notably those of 

Red Skelton. Skelton's programs became the last stronghold 

of pure comic pantomime aimed at a mass audience. 

While these men were not the only artists to gain fame 

for their miming in the past five decades, they were the ones 

who established the new directions which the art has taken. 

They did the most to introduce pantomime to whole new genera-

tions of audiences. Each of them, moreover, had unique ideas 

iii 



about pantomime. For one, it was a key to the understanding 

of man's inner being; for another, a means of causing up-

roarious laughter. An examination of their work provided 

a study of the new directions taken by comic pantomimists in 

Europe and America from 1920 to 1970. 

Yet this thesis is neither a textbook of pantomime, with 

instructions for the development of mimetic expertise, nor 

a history of pantomime. What is recorded here is the 

personal philosophy of the art of pantomime advanced by 

Barrault, Decroux, Chaplin, Marceau, and Skelton. The section 

devoted to each artist contains the portions of his biography 

pertaining to his development as a mime and a representative 

sample of critical reactions to his work. In addition to 

this purpose, this thesis also offers evidence that the comic 

style of pantomime underwent a change in nature in its use by 

the mimes who are studied here. Whereas the comic style was 

original! y unique to pantomimes that had no other intent but 

to produce laughter or, at most, pathos by physical comedy, 

these mimes took the comic pantomime into the realms of 

introspection and philosophy. 

Chapter I contains a short history of pantomime. Since 

the focus is on Europe and America, oriental mime has not 

been considered. Chapters II and III deal with the modern 

mimes. The artists have been categorized as either pure 

iv 



mimes or mimes who utilize scenery, properties, and music 

in their performances. The pure mimes usually work alone 

with no special costumes, make-up, or backgrounds. Pantomimes 

in which the theatrical elements are used to augment the 

effect of the piece on the audience are often played by 

large casts in a lavish style. 

The sources used in this study have been cited as 

footnotes and have been listed in the bibliography following 

Chapter IV. The most helpful works among these references 

are M. Willson Disher's Clowns and Pantomimes, a most 

complete opus on mime; R. J. Broadbent's A History of 

Pantomime; and Douglas and Kari Hunt's Pantomime: The Silent 

Theater, one of the few books which deals critically with 

the modern state of mime. 
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CHAPTER I 

A BACKGROUND IN PANTOMIME 

Pantomime has always been a difficult term to define. 

If derived from a combination of Pan, the Greek god of woods, 

fields, and flocks, with mimos, "an imitator," the term would 

mean, "an imitator of Pan." Another opinion is that panto-

mime was constructed from the combination of mimos and pantos, 

which means, "of all," thereby defining the term as "an 

2 

imitator of all things." M, Willson Disher states that in 

ancient Greece, "mime" described prose dialogues, not designed 

for acting, which portrayed scenes from everyday life. The 

actors of Rome used mime to denote either a type of enter-

tainment which satirized topical events, or else any kind of 
. . 3 

mimic. 

In the ancient sense of the word, then, pantomime was 

merely a substitution for words by the actors. Today the 

1 
R. J. Broadbent, A History of Pantomime (New York, 

1964), pp. 14-15. 

? 
Douglas Hunt and Kari Hunt, Pantomime: The Silent 

Theatre (New York, 1964), p. 8. 

3 
M. Willson Disher, Clowns and Pantomimes (New York, 

1925), p. 224. 



the words "mime" and "pantomime" are both used to refer to 

the art of silently communicating a story, mood, emotion, 

attitude, or idea to an audience only through the use of 

gestures, facial expressions, and bodily postures. Pantomime 

4 

usually denotes the performance; mime,the artist. The 

performance is something more than a replacement of gestures 

for words, however, because in true pantomime the artist has 

only his body with which to represent the situation, setting, 

and the feelings of his story. The mime shows man's inner 

being in visible symbols. 

Pantomime may be divided into two categories: the 

serious or classical mime and the comic or popular mime. 

Classical mime was used by the Greeks and Romans in performing 

the ancient tragedies. Since it dealt with the somber side 

of man's life, it was played slowly and with much formality. 

Even today all of the characters in classical mime usually 

work within the same rhythm, concurrently making identical 

motions. The greatest emphasis in the bodily movement is on 

the gestures of the arms."* Comic mime deals with unexpected 

upsets of man's dignity. Because spontaneity is the most 

important element in comic mime, there are no limitations on 

the gestures to be used or the tempo at which it is played. 

Joan Lawson, Mime (London, 1957), pp. 125-126. 



The work of Marceau, Barrault, Chaplin, and Skelton cannot 

be classified as "comic" in the sense that their miming is 

always intended to produce laughter in the spectator. Their 

technique is definitely comic, however, because rather than 

using formalized gestures, they work in a spontaneous style 

that leaves freedom for natural and individual expressions 

of emotion.^ 

Pantomime Before the Classical Greeks 

Pantomime is the most ancient form of communication 

between men. Gestures preceded speech, and the use of the 

body to tell a story was first seen in the dances of pre-

historic man. In these rituals, pantomimic exhibitions of 

the daily hunt and imitations of animals were the usual 

fare.^ 

Religious ceremonies grew to be spectacular productions 

among the early civilizations. The Egyptians, Greeks, and 

Romans had funeral rituals connected with the departure of 

the soul to its afterlife. As many as thirty thousand 

people came to witness the Greek Eleusinian Mysteries in the 

fifth century B. C. Processions, sacrifices, dances, and 

6Ibid., p. 126. 

^M. Willson Disher, "Clown," The Oxford Companion to 
The Theatre, edited by Phyllis Hartnoll (London, 1967), 
p. 184. 



8 
other mimetic offerings occurred at these ceremonies. The 

% 

Pyrrhic dances of the early Greek warriors probably were 

9 
pantomimes of war, and the Spartans used the dance as a 

10 
gymnastic exercise. 

Greek Pantomime 

Pantomime developed from a substitute for a verbal 

language at the time of primitive man to a representation of 

physical activity in the age of the Greeks. Then, around 

the sixth century, B. C., the imitation of emotion was added* 

The early Greek mimes succeeded in insolating emotion from 

any real cause and effect. At first, spectators were angry 

at having been tricked by those who simulated terror and 

suffering when the danger was unreal. Familiarity with such 

performances eventually led to the realization that when the 

imaginary deliberately brings about the emotional associations 

11 
of the real, the result is mirth. That is, mimicry creates 

laughter in accordance with its capability both to create 

12 
and dispel illusion. 

8 9 
Broadbent, pp. 16-17. Ibid., p. 31. 

10 
Katherine Sorley Walker, Eyes on Mime (New York, 1969), 

p. 45. , 

11 
Broadbent, p. 44. 

12 
Disher, Clowns and Pantomimes, p. 6. 



Apparently the professional mime also emerged at this 

time. Some of those whose natural instincts for mimicry 

were rewarded by the favor of their companions decided to 

devote all of their time to entertaining. Itinerant groups 

of performers spread all over the Greek territory. The mimes 

of Megara, Sparta, Corinth, and Athens developed a flourishing 

13 

art long before the traditional Greek theatre was begun. 

Today these mime performances are known only through 

the series of Phlyax vases which date from the fourth century, 

B. C. The drawings on these vases depict the farces of some 

of the first groups of mimes in Western Europe, and show 

their stage to have been a wooden platform erected in a 

marketplace or on an open field near the city. Apparently 

this stage was well equipped with practical doors and windows, 

scenery and properties, traps in the floor, and areas 
14 

beneath for dressing and storage. 

The costumes used were the clothes of the common people, 

with some modifications for the purpose of exaggeration. 

In the costume of the Dorian mime, it is possible to recognize 

parts of the traditional suits for Pierrot and Harlequin. 
13Ibid. , p. 19. 

14 
Rosamond Gilder, "Merriment From Megara," Theatre 

Arts, XIX (October, 1935), 772. 



Tight trousers, a short vest, bright colors, and padding to 

accentuate the back or stomach were features of this costume. 

The kinship of these groups with the merry revelers of the 

Dionysian festivals was evident in the inclusion of the huge 

1 5 

leather phallus as part of the costume. 

The roles for women in these entertainments apparently 

were played by women. Then, as now, the presence of pretty 

girls in a show did nothing to harm the box office.^ 

The style of these pantomimes was very free, and 

athletic prowess was necessary in the players to perform the 
17 

wild burlesques. No texts were used by these mimes. The 

stories were of two types: burlesques of mythological heroes 

and tales and farces built around domestic life, much like 

the situation comedies of modern television. The gods were 

shown no mercy in these pantomimes. Apollo, for example, 

was pictured as an effeminate and cowardly young man; Zeus 

became one of the first of the amorous old men in drama to 

chase after young girls. Such performances must have called 

for much bravery on the part of the players since at this 
1 R 

time the power of the Greek gods was generally unquestioned. 
l5Ibid., pp. 772 and 777. l6Ibid., p. 777. 

l7Ibid., p. 778. 18Ibid., p. 777. 



The origin of the clown's make-up has also been traced 

to these Greek mimes. When the performers first stepped 

before an audience their faces were stained with wine. The 

purpose of this first make-up was to emphasize the difference 

between the entertainers and ordinary men. The word "mask" 

is from the Arab maskhara which, interestingly enough, means 

clown. Unlike the masks or disguises of the actor, which 

made him into another person entirely, the make-up of the 

mime was another example of their use of exaggeration of 

19 

bodily features common to all men. 

It was this kinship with the common people which 

incurred the indignation of the classical writers of ancient 

Greece. The mimes' depiction of the gods as being on the 

level of mortals and the farces built around everyday events 

were thought distasteful by the Greek dramatists, whose chief 

concern was higher matters. Aristophanes scornfully refers 

to the mimes' theatre as being devoted to stories of "obscure 

private persons," and he accuses them of using jokes that 
20 

were "common on the street." As it turned out, the mimes 

were creating prototypes of characters that would be familiar 

in drama to the present day—the old miser, the sharp-witted 

^Ibid. , p. 778. 

20 
Disher, Clowns and Pantomimes, pp. 28-29. 
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merchant, the rascally servant, and the lovable thief—to 

cite only a few. The greatest of all the characters 

introduced by the mimes was the simple soul. This character 

is the childish symbol of mankind—always receiving undeserved 

blows from fate, yet eager to enjoy life, and responsive 

21 
to the smallest pleasure. 

Roman Pantomime 

Pantomime became popular in Rome after it was introduced 

around 364, B. C., by Greek actors. In fact, the Romans 

developed the pantomime so much that some authorities have 

been falsely led into giving them credit for having invented 

it. The Emperor Augustus, who ruled from 27, B. C.,until 

A. D. 14, and each of the most famous mimes of his day, 

Bathyllus, Pylades, and Hylas, have each been given the 

distinction of originating mime. Nero became so engrossed 

in pantomime during his reign from A. D. 54 to 68, that he 

22 
fancied himself a professional in the art. Moreover, the 

Romans became so involved with mime that public brawls some-

23 
times erupted between supporters of rival artists. 

2lGilder, p. 779. 22Ibid., p. 779. 

23 
Winston Churchill, "Everybody's Language," Collier's, 

XCVI (October 26, 1935), 37. 



Some mimes were even employed in the houses of the rich, 

where they were called upon to carve the meats with some of 

24 

the flourishes they exhibited in their performances. 

Roman pantomimes were held in large outdoor theatres. 

An orchestra composed of various sizes and varieties of harps 

and flutes accompanied the performers. A device for keeping 

time by beating two pieces of wood together with the foot 

was also used. Singing by a large chorus was part of the 

entertainment. No women were allowed to take part in the 

pantomimes until near the end of the Roman Empire. All of 

the characters in the Roman mimes were usually interpreted 
9 f\ 

by a single performer. The translation of Lucian's 

dialogue on pantomime contains the story of the leading mime 

in Nero's era, who performed without the aid of any music 

or song before Demetrius: 
The pantomime, left to his own resources, 

represented the loves of Ares and Aphrodite, the 
tell-tale Sun, the craft of Hephaestus, his capture 
of the two lovers in the net, the surrounding gods, 
each in his turn, the blushes of Aphrodite, the 
embarrassment of Ares, his entreaties—in fact the 
whole story. Demetrius was ravished at the spectacle 

^Broadbent, p. 61. 

25"The Fine Art of Pantomime," Current Literature, 
XLIX (April, 1910), 198. 

26Harold L. Cleasby, "Le Coq d'Or and Roman Pantomime," 
The Nation:, , CVIII (May 17, 1919), ?99-800. 
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. . . "Man," he shrieked at the top of his voice, 
"this is not seeing, but hearing and seeing both; 
i t is as if your hands were tongues!"27 

The wine stains on the faces of the Greek mimes were 

replaced by soot on the cheeks of their Roman counterparts. 

Almost until the fall of the Empire,the costumes remained 

bright-colored replicas of the dress of common men. As the 

Roman drama in general grew more lewd, the pantomimes 

followed suit. After women were allowed to participate as 

mimes, the costumes were made more to reveal than to conceal 

their figures. Before the end of the Empire, even the pagan 

writers had condemned the pantomimes for their lack of moral-

28 
ity. 

Medieval Pantomime 

After the Roman Empire was dissolved in A. D. 395, the 

fervor for Christianity which followed meant the death of 

pantomime as it had been known. The Roman mimes became 

wanderers over Europe, carrying the art of pantomime to 

new audiences. It was not long before the Church adapted 

and used pantomime in various rites and in teaching the 

story of Christ's life on earth. Tableaux Vivants presented 

inside the churches were picture-like scenes from the life 

^Ibid., pp. 799-800. ^Broadbent, pp. 67-68. 
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of Christ which were performed by persons standing silent 

29 

and still. The Mystery and Miracle plays were also first 

presented completely in pantomime, with dialogue being added 

later.30 

Outside the theatre of the Church, the drama was not 

very well organized during the Middle Ages. Trading fairs, 

which had first been established by Charlemagne, were the 

dominant means of commerce of the day. Merchants frequented 

these fairs in caravans accompanied by jugglers, minstrels, 

and buffoons, or pantomimists. These diversions from the 

usual quiet life of the villagers were frowned upon by the 

Church because they seemed to instill a love for frivolity 

among the townfolk and took their minds off the more serious 

affairsi of life.3"*" 

Pantomime in Europe During and 
After the Renaissance 

The revival of pantomime occurred early in the Italian 

Renaissance of the fourteenth century with the commedia dell' 

arte. The commedia players are usually associated with a 

style of performing marked by improvised dialogues and 

gestures. Each actor is supposed to have specialized in 

29Ibid., pp 73-74. 30Ibid., p. 77. 

3lIbid., p. 78. 
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playing one of the stock characters in the mimes throughout 

his career. In the early stages of its development, the 

commedia apparently used the Roman comic figure of Maccus, 

and in later stages, Pantalone, Arlecchino (later Harlequin) 

and Pierrot—all of which are still played with variations 

32 

in modem times. 

The actors who travelled over Italy in the commedia 

troupes are usually referred to as vagabonds and descendants 

of the mimes who were scattered after the fall of Rome. 

Another explanation also may be advanced for their existence; 

the discovery of twelve plays of Plautus in 1429 and the 

publication of Aristotle's Poetics in 1498 created a great 

deal of interest in theatre. It is supposed that the 

commedia troupes were made up of students who had been 

trained and sent out by the academies of drama which were 

founded at this time in great halls like the Teatro Olimpico. 

The emphasis in study at the academies was on the classical 

Greek and Roman plays. When the students began performing 

in smaller private halls, they acted original satires of 

modern life."^ 

^^Martha Gaylord, "Say Something Pierrot," Theatre Arts, 
XXXVI (July, 1952),22. 

33 
Winifred Smith, The Commedia Dell'Arte (New York, 

1964), pp. 67-68. 
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As in all comedy, timing was of extreme importance in 

the success of these sketches. The commedia players grew 

adept at working closely with the audiences, sensing their 

mood, and quickly adapting their routines to the spectators. 

Each character had certain set speeches and pieces of panto-

mimic business, called lazzi, upon which he could rely 

34 

to win over the crowd. 

If the commedia troupes stayed in one town or private 

hall for weeks at a time, their problem of finding fresh 

material was similar to that faced by the television 

comedians of today. When their repertories were exhausted, 

they were forced to rely heavily upon their wits for inspira-

tion. To meet this demand for new entertainment, the troupes 

used little-known pieces and works which had not yet been 

printed in order to escape the censure of those spectators 

who would be aware of any liberties that had been taken with 

popular pieces. Thus began the custom'of the commedia of 

posting an outline of the play being presented backstage for 

the actors to refer to in order to follow the story line. 

In such instances the dialogue and pantomime of the play 
35 

were often extempore. 

"^Hunt, p. 45. 

35Smith, pp. 100-103. 
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Credit for introducing the commedia to the rest of Europe 

has been given to Catherine de Medici, who, after moving to 

France, sent home in 1533 for a troupe of Italian players to 

entertain her French court. Since Paris set the styles for 

Europe in that period, it soon became fashionable among the 

heads of Europe to have Italian troupes perform in their 

courts. Just as the earliest Greek mimes satirized the life 

of the gods, the Italian players directed their barbs against 

important figures of the day. The commedia finally became 

3 6 

indiscreet and was banished from Paris by Louis XIV in 1697. 

The mimes took sanctuary in the already notorious Left 

Bank outside of Paris. Trouble arose again when the Comedie-

Francaise and L'Academie Royale took offense at the com-
i ' — ' 1 1 1 

petition from the commedia shows outside the city. Nightly 

raids were staged against the Italians in which their theatre 

and scenery were ravaged. When the officials finally intervened, 

the Comedie was fined 6,000 francs, but the Italians were 

forbidden to use spoken dialogue in their performances. This 

new impediment was quickly overcome by an innovation in the 

players' performances. The actors appeared in what was 
\ \ 

advertised as les pieces a escriteaux. In these scenes, the 

actors moved around the stage gesturing broadly and mouthing 
36 
Gaylord, pp. 22-23, 
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silent words. From the flies over the stage, small cherubs 

were lowered holding large slates on which the audience could 

read the actors' dialogue, amply stocked with risque witticisms 
J - • 3 7 

and erotic verse. 

When freedom from the necessity of memorizing lines came, 

the actors experimented more with communicating through the 

use of their bodies. Pantomime in its true form came into 

38 

being around 1700 as a result of such performances. The 

"new" idea of plays without words brought the players greater 

popularity among the courts of Europe. 

In 1702, the first pantomime program was presented in 

England. It was a piece called The Tavern Bilkers, which was 

presented at Drury Lane by John Weaver, a dancing teacher. 

John Rich, however, is the manager remembered for his work 

in pantomime during this period in England. In partnership 

with his brother, Rich controlled the theatre at Lincoln's 

Inn Fields. Tradition says that he became interested in 

pantomime through the success of some performing dogs which 

he brought from Germany in 1717 as part of the presentation 
39 

of a Harlequinade. A more probable explanation is that the 

^Ibid., p. 24. ^^Ibid., p. 24. 

39 
T. Michael Pope, "The Decay of Pantomime," Living Age, 

CCLXXXVIII (January 22, 1916), 252. . 
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pantomime style fitted Rich, who aspired to acting but was 

very uncouth in his speech. In Rich's portrayal of Harlequin, 

he changed the characterization from the usual buffoon to a 

nimble, graceful figure. He was also responsible for the suit 

of diamond-shaped motley which is still a familiar costume 

for Harlequin. Through Rich's performances, pantomimes 

40 

became widly popular in London. 

Even Garrick felt enough pressure from Rich's competi-

tion to insert a pantomime in his program during the 

Christmas season of 1750. Yet Garrick was forced to use 

dialogue in his entertainment because no other mime as 

accomplished as Rich could be found. This was the beginning 
41 

of the pantomime as a Christmas tradition in England. It 

was also the original vulgarization of the term "pantomime" 

in connection with these English Christmas festivities. 

These shows are called pantomimes to this day in Britain, 

but in reality they are song - and - music spectaculars based 

on tales of the story-book variety. 

Pantomimes in Rich's style spread back to Paris, and from 
42 

there were carried throughout Europe by wandering troupes. 
40 41 
Gaylord, p. 24. Ibid., p. 25, 

42T, . , 
Ibid. 
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Jean-Gaspard Debureau played Pierrot in Paris in the nineteenth 

century. He introduced a human quality to the character of 

the clown, blending comedy and tragedy to create a picture 

43 

of the common man. The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

again saw pantomime rise to new heights of performance in 

England. Like the case of the Italians of the Left Bank, 

however, it was not by choice of the actors. In the late 

eighteenth century an act of Parliament decreed that words 

could not be spoken on the stage unless in time to music. 

This law did not apply to the Drury Lane or Covent Garden 

theatres, but it was followed in these houses because their 

clowns and mimes were drawn from the theatres where dialogue 

was forbidden. Such a discipline forced the actors to become 

accomplished at expressing themselves through gestures, and 
44 

pantomime flourished. 

The nineteenth century was the age of great clowns. 

With Joe Grimaldi, the clown replaced Harlequin in popularity 

and inherited his use of pantomime. Grimaldi used genuine 

humor, rather than the familiar acrobatics, in his clowning. 

It is generally agreed that pantomime in the theatre began 

^Hunt, p. 54. 

44 
M. Willson Disher, "Pantomime," Quarterly Review, 

CCXXXIX (January, 1923), 24. 
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to fade away after his death. Music-hall extravanganzas with 

rowdy comedians were next in vogue with the crowds. The 

sources of the humor of these "red-nosed" comedians could 

be traced back to the old farces of Greece, and some of 

their routines were similar to those of the mimes, but they 

45 

were not the original article. 

The circus became the stronghold of pantomime. In England 

the circus flourished until it was struck down toward the end 

of the nineteenth century by a wave of pseudo-gentility in 
45 

the populace. Grock, the last famous English clown, moved 
47 

from the circus back into the theatre. Miming found 

support among the clowns of Cither lands, most notably the 

Fratellini brothers in Paris and George Fox of the United 

States. 

At the start of the twentieth century, the art of panto-

mime was in a dormant state. Except for short-lived revivals 
48 

of interest and the limited exposure to circus clowns 

^Disher, "Clown," pp. 184-185. 

46 
John Palmer, "The Fratellini," Fortnightly Review, 

CXXV (January, 1926), 91. 

^Disher, "Clown," p. 185. 

48 
Since this thesis focuses on the development of the 

introspective style of pantomime begun by Decroux, the 
pantomiming of the circus clowns and of the family troupes 
which worked in pantomime is not examined. 
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and clowns of the theatre, such as Marcelline and Paul 

Clerget, pantomime was generally ignored by artist and 

audience alike. Words were more important means of expressing 

thoughts about the new world which technology and science 

were creating. Gestures were looked upon as the language of 

the dumb and the incapable. It seemed as if pantomime was 

finished as an art form. 



CHAPTER II 

THE PURE PANTOMIMISTS 

By the 1880's, the Pierrot concept of mime, which 

required the artist to use his body for the projection of 

emotions as well as actions, had nearly disappeared in Europe 

and America. If mimes were to. continue to make statements 

about human relationships, someone would have to return the 

art to its basic disciplines. 

Etienne Decroux 
/ 

A person who set out to do this was Etienne Decroux, a 

product of the theatrical tradition introduced by Jacques 

Copeau early in the twentieth century. Co.peau believed 

that bodily expression is more important than the spoken 

word in the theatre because a person responds to a situation 
2 

first with his body, and only later with words. The French 

theory of communication through the use of the body had 

developed differently from the Russian-American approach 

Marian Hannah Winter, "The Repertoire of Marcel Marceau 
and Company," Dance Magazine, XXXIII (May, 1959), 54. 

2 
Jack Anderson, "Dialogue Between Mime and Skeptic," 

Dance Magazine, XLI (August, 1967), 20-21* 

20 
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to pantomime. The French theory had stressed tempo and 

design; how a pantomime looked was more important than its 

emotional origin. In the Russian and American theories of 

pantomime, both of which had been influenced by Stanislavsky, 

prominence was given to the feelings which were the source of 

pantomime.^ 

In l923,Decroux left his job as a hospital orderly and 

/ 

began his study of drama at Copeau's Ecole du Vieux-Colombier 

in Paris. Decroux's first ambition was to study voice, with 

the idea of becoming an orator, but he developed an interest 
4 

in pantomime. Later he became its leading exponent. After 

his training by Copeau, Decroux worked as a professor in 

Charles Dullin's School of Dramatic Art. Then, in 1941, he 
/ A 

opened his Theatre de Mime Fran^ais in Paris. Since that 

time he has established similar schools of mime in Sweden, 

Italy, Israel, Switzerland, and other countries. His drama 

school in New York opened in 1958 

In all his uses of pantomime, Decroux shunned recogni-

tion as a showman. Since he did not enjoy performing before 
3 
Doris Hering, "Reviews," Dance Magazine, XXXIV 

(November, 1960), 24. 
4 
Douglas Hunt and Kari Hunt, Pantomime: The Silent 

Theater (New York, 1964), 90. 
5 / 
Raoul Gelabert, "Etienne Decroux Has Much To Teach Us," 

Dance Magazine, XXXIII (September, 1959), 66-67. 
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an audience, his public concerts were infrequent. He 

preferred to study and work at learning all that he could 

about pantomime, and to pass this knowledge on through 

teaching.^ 

Decroux and his followers were not concerned with story-

telling, personal expression, or with arrival at meaning in 

their pantomime. They devoted themselves entirely to an 

arduous study in the hope that it would enable them to create 

scenes that captured the essence of life. In their work, 

pantomime was not to be evaluated on the basis of effective-

ness as a form of entertainment, but on the basis of its 

execution and design.'7 

Furthermore, Decroux believed that pantomime without 

the accessories of scenery, costumes, or photography is the 

purest of all the arts. Decroux said that a performer 

disappears when he stands in front of scenery, the way a 

camouflaged cannon disappears in a forest. He likened 

costumes to the shell of a turtle. The motion picture actor, 

in Decroux's opinion, was not an actor, "but a monument to 

8 
be photographed by clever cameramen." 

6 
Henry Hewes, "Blessed Are the Pure in Art," Saturday 

Review, XLIII (January 9, i960), 69. 
7Ibid. 

^Hunt, pp. 90-91. 
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Decroux also had definite ideas about the relationship 

of pantomime with dance. He contended that dancers were 

more concerned with presenting themselves before the audience 

than with conveying the message of the drama. Decroux 

claimed that the pantomime seen in ballet is completely 

different in form and intention from that practiced in mime. 

He explained the difference by saying, "Dance is soaring and 

9 

vertical—mime is earthbound and horizontal." 

Thus, Etienne Decroux could be considered a limited 

artist, a fanatical purist. Marcel Marceau and Jean-Louis 

Barrault, who began their careers as students of Decroux, 

fell from his graces when he perceived them to be too 

theatrical in their work with mime. Yet Decroux could also 

be thought of as the savior of pantomime by sympathizers 

with his ideas about the art. Either way, Decroux was the 

man who began the return of pantomime in the twentieth century 

from a vehicle for roughhouse comedy to an art dedicated to 

portraying and interpreting man's inner being. His main 

contribution was the stylization of bodily expression through 

movement and gesture, taking into account the action, speed, 
10 

and intensity of all possible body movements. 

9 
Gelabert, p. 67. 

10 
David Alberts, Pantomime: Elements and Exercises 

(Lawrence, Kansas, 1971), p. ix. 
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Decroux concentrated on separate sections of the body, 

continually analyzing and observing in order to discover how 

each part of the anatomy can be used to its fullest extent 

1 1 
for the creation of beauty of movement and dramatic power. 

Marcel Marceau 

Because of Decroux's insistence upon being a perfecter 

rather than a performer of pantomime, he developed only a 

limited following. His student Marcel Marceau, however, was 

destined to win popular acclaim as the world's greatest living 

12 

pure pantomimist. Marceau succeeded by adding charm, 

theatricality, and a sense of humanity in the performance of 

his mimetic exercises based on Decroux's theories. 

Marceau was born in Strasbourg, France, in 1923. His 

father, a butcher by trade, moved the family to Lille, in 

Northern France, while Marceau was still very young. By the 

advent of World War II, the family had settled in Limoges. 

During the war, both Marceau and his brother were involved 

in the underground movement in France. Marceau's father was 

taken captive and executed by the Nazis for his activities 
13 

in the underground movement. 

11 
Gelabert, p. 67. 

12 
"Marcel Marceau—Human Comedy Artist," Scholastic, 

LXVIII (May 17, 1956), 12. 

l3"Unmuted," The New Yorker, XXXI (October 15, 1955), 34. 
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Although Marceau went to school after the war to study 

14 

decorative art and specialized in enamel work, he soon 

decided to devote his talents to pantomime, a subject that 

had interested him since his youth. It is reported, in fact, 

that Marceau first became interested in mime when he was a 

boy in Strasbourg through watching the silent movies of 

Chaplin, Lloyd, Keaton, and others. Be that as it may, 

young Marcel took note of the presence of nature around him 

by imitating animals, flowers, and trees. He also organized 

and participated in pantomimic plays with neighborhood 

15 

children. In 1944, when Marceau was enrolled in drama 

school in Paris, his teacher was Etienne Decroux. About this 

period of his life, Marceau wrote: "It is winter and we 

work . . . our breath is smoke and our hands are frozen, 

but we are the fanatics." 

Through his study of the history of pantomime, Marceau 

became interested in the old masters of the art. Eventually 

he concluded that France was in need of a revival of the 

ancient pantomime technique which had produced Pierrot. 

In 1946, Marceau accepted an invitation to work as an actor 
14 
"Marcel Marceau," The Oxford Companion to the Theatre, 

edited by Phyllis Hartnoll (London, 1967), p. 619. 
15 
Beth Day, "Standing Room Only for Silence," The Reader's 

Digest, LXXII (June, 1958), 187-188. 

"^"Unmuted," p. 34. 
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17 
in Jean-Louis Barrault's company. This was the year in 

which Marceau introduced his own pantomime character, Bip, 

/A 18 
at the Theatre de Poche. In 1947 in Paris, Marceau founded 

his own company which toured for the next three years, mostly 

outside of France. The French public, it seems, was 

reluctant to accept an unfamiliar art form. Marceau's work 

during this period was dismissed in France as "expressionism," 

19 

and he was not fully recognized as an artist until 1954. 

Marcel Marceau finally reached America in 1955 as a 

guest artist at the Shakespeare Festival in Stratford, 

Ontario. His work during this appearance won him wide 

acclaim as a pantomimist. The same year, he was booked into 

the Phoenix Theatre, an off-Broadway house, where he enjoyed 

immediate success. When his show was moved uptown to the 

Ethel Barrymore Theatre, it had a very successful run. 

Daring the remainder of their American stay in 1955, Marceau 

and his troupe toured the country, returned to New York to 

appear at the large City Center theatre, and performed on 
20 

network television shows. 

Thus established as the most popular pure pantomimist 

of his day, Marceau reawakened a general interest in pure 
^Ibid. "^"Marcel Marceau," p. 619. 

1 Q 90 
Winter, p. 54. Day, pp. 187-188. 



27 

mime in the classical style. Certain elements of Marceau's 

style, however, were reminiscent of Charlie Chaplin. The 

two mimes were alike in their conception of man the pitiable 

21 

figure vainly struggling against an uncaring world. 

Chaplin represented Everyman with his Little Tramp. Marceau's 

human microcosm was Bip, who resembled the Little Tramp in 

his manner of walking with his feet turned out and his habit 
22 

of turning his back to the audience for a long fade-out. 

Yet Marceau was unlike Chaplin in his attempt to create 

properties through the imagination of his audience. His 

only concrete properties were a backdrop and two wooden boxes, 

and he performed alone. His two assistants served only to 

hold the cards which introduce his vignettes. Perhaps the 

basic difference was between a stage performance and one 

viewed on a screen. During Marceau's miming,a constant 
23 

stream of feeling flows between the artist and the spectator. 

Rather than create a special costume, Marceau performed 

in the familiar clown garb: baggy silk trousers, tight 21 
Wolcott Gibbs, "Beep the Meem," The New Yorker, XXXI 

(October 1, 1955), 77-79. ~~ 
22 
Doris Hering, "Marcel Marceau and His Partners Pierre 

Verry and Alec Sandro," Dance Magazine, XXIX (November, 1955). 
10. 

23 
Eric Bentley, "Theatre," The New Republic, CXXXIII 

(October 10, 1955), 21. 



28 

jacket, and battered top hat adorned with a single conspicuous 

flower. At first glance, his white-face make-up appeared 

familiar, too. Though the usual rationale for the white-face 

make-up of clowns is that it takes the place of a mask, 

Marceau used make-up not to freeze his facial expression, 

but to accentuate it. The lines of his make-up stood out 

against the white background, making the expression of each 

passing emotion clearly visible to all in the audience. He 

had carefully selected which details of his face could be 

emphasized.^ 

From the first, Marceau conceived pantomime to be an 

amalgamation of all theatrical arts except speech, which he 

25 

found unnecessary. Seeing a great need in the world today 

for a common means of communication, he offered pantomime as 

the ideal universal language which would communicate to 

people of all backgrounds, nationalities, and ages. In 

pantomime, man's secret dreams and frustrations were 

illustrated and reflected. Furthermore, in spite of the 

fact that he was a trained dancer who used his physical 

skills to great effect in his miming, Marceau believed that 
26 

pantomime was more psychological than physical. 

24 25 
Ibid. . "Unmuted," p. 34. 

26Day, p. 18., 
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When Marceau made his first appearance in the United 

States in 1955, theatre critics were almost unanimous in 

their praise of his abilities as a mime. He was immediately 

proclaimed "the world's finest pantomimist," and described 

27 

as "serious, intense, dedicated." The mood created by 

Marceau in his performance was said to be one of gaiety and 

compassion at the same time. He was seen as a portrayer of 
28 

universal human emotions. Harold Clurman called Marceau 
"a master of craftsmanship," and said that in some of his 

29 

sketches he entered "the realm of poetic expression." 

Eric Bentley applauded Marceau for not using mime as just a 

substitute for words, but as a "direct way of depicting the 
30 

human scene and indicating an attitude to it." These 

comments are representative of Marceau's first reception by 

the drama critics of this country. They, like the theatre 

patrons who stood to watch his shows, were clearly dazzled 

by his technical artistry and by his fantastic ability to 

create illusion. 
27 
"Men Who Fascinate Women," Look, XX (January 24, 1956), 

62. 
28 
"Marcel Marceau—Human Comedy Artist," p. 12. 

29 
Harold Clurman, "Theatre," The Nation, XLXXI 

(October 20, 1955), 370.. 
30 
Bentley, p. 21. 
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Such were the reactions of American critics and audiences 

in 1955. Though Marceau achieved the same popularity with 

audiences in America in 1958, the critics began searching his 

performances for attributes to laud beyond his physical 

dexterity. Many critics found none. While he continued to 

be praised for his fine mimetic style, he began to be attacked 

for the shallowness of his performances. Although the critics 

granted that ironic comments on man's behavior were plain to 

see, the range of observation in the skits was accused of 

not being very broad. Also, the perceptions were found to 

be shallow. Marceau*s statements were valid and witty, but 

his sketches were chided for repetitiveness and excessive 

concern with virtuosity. No longer were the critics satisfied 

to recognize simply that Marceau possessed unusual skill in 

miming. By the time of his second tour in America, they 

were anxious to know how he would use his skill. Mime for 

the sake of mime was deemed a treat only for the cultists. 

Such skills were valuable only if they gave new power and 

31 

freedom to the artist who had developed them. 

Bip also came under fire from the critics. Marceau 

was accused of hiding his own personality behind Bip's, 

who was said to lack humanity; identification with the 

31 
Robert Hatch, "Theatre," The Nation, (February 8, 

1958), 126. 
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32 
character was hard to establish. No difference was seen 

between Bip and the generalized character that Marceau was 

33 

supposed to assume for pieces not involving Bip. 

By 1963 the reviewers not only were continuing to find 

fault with Marceau1s work but also were condemning the whole 

art of pantomime as being too limited. The argument was 

that after the first thrill of realizing it can be done is 

over, mime became boring. Thus it was effective only so long 

as a sense of surprise or recognition existed in the 

spectator. The question was whether mime was limited to 

reproducing impulses and experiences that are common to man 

and visual duplications of human behavior. To be able to 

grow as an art form, mime had to make new statements about 

the nature of man.^^ 

Once a spirit of happiness pervaded Marceau's mimes, 

but his humor in the sixties was considered to deal with 

heartbreak and disaster. The victories of Marceau's 

characters usually masked disappointment. The usual pattern 

32 
"Marcel Marceau and His Partners Pierre Verry and 

Alec Sandro," p. 10. 
33 
Doris Hering, "Marcel Marceau and His Partners Gilles 

Segal and Pierre Verry," Dance Magazine, XXXII (April, 1958), 
22. 

34 
Richard Gilman, "Marceau: The Limits of Illusion," 

Commonweal, LXXVII (January 25, 1963), 461. 
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followed in the mimes was first a childish glee in the 

partial achievement, followed by great anxiety in the 

character over the realization of the awesomeness of the 

task he had set himself, and finally, disaster and anguish. 

Whether some of the critics allowed their imaginations to be 

influenced by their new derogatory attitude toward Marceau 

is uncertain, but some even thought they perceived a change 

in the effect of Bip's make-up. The tuft of auburn hair 

underneath the battered hat was no longer seen as endearing, 

but as a sign of madness. Marceau's lips were seen as being 

thin, his eyes startled; the face took on the appearance of 

being haggard. The litheness of his body was seen as 

projecting an impression of emaciation, sharpness, smallness, 

35 

and penetration. Perhaps Marceau had succumbed to the 

old theorem of comedy which says that men of small statue 

generally incline to pathos and that they cause drollery by 
36 

an appeal to the audience's sympathies. 

In the meantime, Marceau continued to expand his skill 

as a mime. Before each performance he did limbering 

exercises. When he was not performing, he kept himself in 

"^Harold Clurman, "Theatre," The Nation, CLXLI 
(September 24, 1960), 188. 

"^Ashley Dukes, "The Mask of Comedy," Theatre Arts, IX 
(August, 1925), 503-510. 
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shape by going through daily full-scale rehearsals of 

pantomime. He drank no liquor, but consumed large quantities 

of hot tea and orange juice. He continued the practice from 

his boyhood of walking and studying nature to increase his 

37 

sensitivity to the motions of life. He also continued his 

study of humanity. Though he was described as being a 

friendly person, he gave the impression of being vague in 

conversation. Actually, he was analyzing people as he 
38 

talked to them. 

Red Skelton 

Red Skelton was possibly a unique pantomimist. One of 

the few artists adept at working in both pure mime and mime 

aided by properties, scenery, and costumes, he skillfully 

blended the old slapstick tradition of pantomime with the 

pathos-filled mime of today. He was unique among mimes also 

in having grown to his full stature as an artist in the 

medium of television. Another way in which he was distinct 

was that he never completely devoted himself professionally 

to .the performance of mime, yet was as famous for his work 

in pantomime as for his techniques as a comedian. 

37 
Day, p. 188. 

3 8 
"Men Who Fascinate Women," p. 62. 
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The aims which he hoped to serve with his art may also 

have been unique. Many mimes explain their intention to be 

to make a profound statement about some aspect of man's 

life through mime. Red Skelton claimed sincerely: "All I 

want to do is to make people laugh, to take the word 

39 

'heartache' out of their vocabulary." Finally, he was 

unique in having performed his pantomimes for more people 

than any oth^r mime in history. In nineteen seasons on 

television,Skelton brought the art of mime to as many as 

thirty million people a week, some of whom would probably 

never have seen true pantomime had it not been available 

on his show. 
Born on July 18, 1913, in Vincennes, Indiana, he was 

christened Richard Red Skelton with no quotation marks 

40 

around the Red. His father was Joseph Skelton, a top 

clown with the Hagenback and Wallace Circus, and a part-time 

elocution teacher who died two months before his son was 

born. Most of the family's money had been invested in 

jewelry which mysteriously disappeared at the time of 

Joseph Skelton's death. Mrs. Skelton was left penniless with 

Red and three older brothers to care for.^ 
39 
Lloyd Shearer, "Is He a Big Laugh," Collier's, CXXV 

(April 15, 1950), 22. 
40 
Ibid., p. 23. 

41 
Martin Abramson, "The Red Skelton Story," 

Cosmopolitan, CXLI (September, 1956), 9l. 
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The Skeltons moved a great deal while Red was small. 

At first, Red was left alone while the others worked. Then, 

no more than seven years old, he himself went to work as a 

newsboy. As a student, he was withdrawn and took little 

interest in his work; he quit school before he had finished 

the sixth grade. While he was still seven, however, he did 

find an interest that was to stay with him for life. His 

mother had a job as a cleaning woman in a Keith vaudeville 

theatre. She took Red to see one of the programs there, and 

he became fascinated with the show's comedians. Returning 

to see them often, he. studied their mannerisms and memorized 

their acts. Before long he took his own version "on the 

road" through the streets of Vincennes, entertaining in 

blackface, playing a ukulele and singing minstrel songs, and 

42 

carrying a bag with "Red Skelton, Comedian" on the side. 

When Skelton was ten years old, a medicine show came to 

town. He auditioned for a job in the show and was hired for 

five dollars a week to do funny impressions and help sell the 

"snake oil." While he was with the show, he discovered that 

audiences would laugh at pratfalls when he accidentally fell 

off the stage. After that experience, he began to study why 

the falls were funny. He concluded that the humor lay not 

42 
Ibid. 
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in the fall itself, but in the victim's efforts to get up 

and restore his dignity. This is proof to the onlookers that 

he was not hurt and excused them from feeling sorry for him. 

This was one of Red Skelton's earliest theories about how 

43 

to use the body for comic effects. 

At thirteen, Red left the medicine show for the John 

Lawrence Stock Company. Three months later, he found himself 

stranded in a small Missouri riverfront town, where he was 

eventually hired as an entertainer on "The 01' Cotton 

Blossom," one of the last showboats to sail the Missouri 

River. Red went on to work his way through carnivals and 

other travelling shows. Once he was a clown for the 

Hagenback Circus, where he found that his father was still 

44 

remembered. 

One of the most gruelling periods in Red's life began 

when he was seventeen and working as a comedy master of 

ceremonies for the marathon dance contests which were so 

popular during the 1930's. He worked seven days a week, 

nine hours a day, without benefit of stage, script, curtains, 

orchestra, or fellow comics to keep his audiences happy. 

During this time he developed many of the characterizations, 
43 
Noel F. Busch, "Television's Clown Prince," The 

Reader's Digest, LXXXVI (March, 1965), 145-148. 
44 
Abramson, p. 91. 
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voices, faces, and pantomime routines that later became his 

trademarks. Pantomime was especially comfortable as a way 

of entertaining the crowds,because he was ashamed of the 

45 

poor vocabulary that came from his lack of education. 

Besides the training he received, Red also met his 

first wife, Edna StillweH, when she won a walkathon contest 

for which he was master of ceremonies. After that, she 

provided the guidance and stability he needed to make his 

career meaningful. She hired a tutor for him, helped him 

learn to manage his money, wrote some of the material which 
46 

he used in his act, and persuaded him to go into vaudeville. 

Talent scouts noticed Red's ability as a laughmaker in 

vaudeville from the first, but the general sentiment was 

that he was too "corny." Then, on New Year's Eve, 1936, 

while playing Loewe's Montreal theatre, Red was told to find 

some new material for the night's show. Sitting in a lunch 

room, he saw a man dunking a doughnut in his coffee while 

looking around guiltily to see if the other diners had 

detected his breach of etiquette. Skelton thought up some 

variations of expression and gestures, and developed a panto-

mime routine around the idea of how different people dunk 

doughnuts. The new routine was the hit of the show 

Ibid. Ibid., p. 92. 
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47 

in Montreal. When Red was later featured on "The Avalon 

Hour," a radio program based in Cincinnati, he was heard by 

Bob Weitman, who signed him to play the New York Paramount 

Theatre in New York. As a result of his success there, he 

was brought to Hollywood in 1938 to repeat his doughnut-dunk-
48 

ing pantomime in the motion picture Having Wonderful Time. 

Two years later, he returned to the West coast to make a 

screen test for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. This screen test, which 

won him a contract at the studio, stands today as a master-

piece of visual comedy. Shunning the use of a script for the 

test, he improvised a series of uproarious pantomimes. He did 

satires of different movie gangsters, such as Cagney and 

Bogart, being shot down; he played a liquor salesman who 

becomes drunk while demonstrating the use of his own product; 

he mimed a woman fighting to get into a girdle—all so 

brilliantly funny that the film was in demand at private 
/ 49 

Hollywood parties. 

Throughout the forties, Red Skelton enjoyed a good but 

not outstanding film career, and a highly successful radio 

program on the CBS network. His films were hampered by the 

studio's notion that he should emphasize verbal comedy. 
47 48 
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49 
Shearer, p. 23. 



39 

In all but a few notable exceptions, such as The Fuller Brush 

Man, Red played the second-string comedy relief in splashy 

musical films. Only occasionally did he get the opportunity 

to show his talent as a buffoon in the old tradition. Later, 

while working in television, Red drew more from the lessons 

of pacing and the polishing of his characters which he had 

learned doing his radio show than he did from his cinematic 

50 

experience. 

Late in the forties, with his mind already on a career 

in television, Red Skelton began an analysis of his potential 

audiences. Probably more than any other television performer, 

he developed a feeling for structuring his comedy to work under 

the conditions imposed by the peculiarities of home viewing. 

Skelton temporarily broke his pattern of being a social 

recluse by accepting invitations to dinners and parties when 

he was preparing to enter television. He wanted to know just 
51 

what makes people laugh when they are at home. 

Even with this preparation, Red Skelton's first two 

seasons in television—Sunday nights in 1950 and 1951—were 

rocky ones. He was trapped in a half-hour show with a 
"^Martin Williams, "So Long, Clown," National Review, 

XXIII (July 27, 1971), 823-824. 

"^Busch, p. 148. 
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vague format. Eventually, after a shake-up of the staff and 

a change of networks, he settled on the form that served him 

well for almost two decades. He began using his characters 

from radio—Clem Kadiddlehopper, George Appleby, Sheriff 

Deadeye, Willie Lump-Lump, and his personal favorite, 

Freddie the Freeloader. One of these characters was involved 

in a different sketch each week. In addition, Skelton made 

pantomime an occasional feature of the program, usually 

incorporating at least one mimetic skit into his opening 

monologue, and sometimes making his entire show a play in 
- • 5 2 

pantomime. 

The short opening sketches in mime built his reputation 

as a pure pantomimist. Standing alone on stage with no 

scenery or properties, except for an occasional hat and 

chair, Skelton played out his silent skits. In these places, 

he often mimed several characters of different ages and sex 
\ 

in one sketch. Sometimes he even portrayed animals and 

inanimate objects. 

Skelton's use of a hat in his pantomimes was especially 

noteworthy. He had the knack of being able to twist a hat 

into the right shape to match his facial expressions. When 

playing a child he turned the hat upside down to give it a 

52Wi lliams, p. 823. 
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mortarboard effect. By pulling the brim down in the back and 

pushing it up in the front,he made the hat resemble a 

matronly-looking chapeau when he played a woman. By rounding 

out the crown of the hat and pulling it down over his ears 

53 

he clearly established the idea that he was intoxicated. 

If the formula which Red Skelton devised for success 

on television were expressed in one word, it would be 

"casualness." His practices of giggling at his own jokes, 

referring to the cue cards, and breaking up his guest stars 

were part of his casual style. At all times,Red Skelton 

made his miming appear semi-improvisational. No other medium 

except television could have supported such informality. 

When people were relaxing in their own homes while watching 

television, they were in a generally relaxed mood, and were 

more receptive to a little fun at the expense of the 

established rules. This off-handed air of performing on 

television was adopted with varying degrees of success by 

other personalities, such as Dean Martin and Johnny Carson. 

When overplayed, of course, casualness can be silly and 

boring. It is a tribute to Skelton's artistry that he 

usually managed to make his informal style increase the 
54 

warmth of his show. 

"^Steve Allen, The Funny Men (New York, 1965), pp. 266-267, 

54 
Williams, pp. 823-824. 
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In a program aired on February 2, 1965, Skelton and 

Marceau performed pantomime together, thus affording reviewers 

the opportunity to compare their techniques. Marceau, who 

usually took months to prepare a new pantomime, conformed to 

the more hurried pace of television and taped the program 

with one day of rehearsal; he and Skelton improvised as they 

went along like the old commedia performers. Each offered 

four sketches from his repertoire, and then they joined for 

a presentation in mime of "Pinocchio," wherein Marceau 

played the puppet and Skelton portrayed Gepetto. The general 

critical reaction was more favorable to Marceau. It was said 

that Red's instinct for clowning was so strong that it 

adversely affected his pantomime. For example, his practice 

of mouthing words in the skits threatened to remove his 

work from the area of pure pantomime, and sight gags and a 

full orchestral accompaniment were cited as being detrimental 

to his miming. In general, Marceau1s miming was found by the 

critics to be more refined, whereas Red was seen as belonging 

to the much broader school of performing. 

Since Skelton's broad style of comedy never appealed to 

most reviewers, he was largely ignored by critical treatments 

of comedy. This condition existed in spite of his program's 

'55 
Gould, Jack, "Television Reviews," The New York Times, 

(February 3, 1965), p. 71. 
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winning several awards for excellence; on February 27, 1968, 

Skelton performed a one-man pantomime show, "Laughter—The 

Universal Language," before the delegates to the United 

Nations to celebrate that organization's fifteenth anniversary. 

Also, his fellow comics and co~workers were never reluctant 

to express their opinions about what made Red Skelton a 

great clown: 

Skelton is what is known to the trade as a "sight 
comic." He is a pantomimist whose comedy is 
universal and surpasses the barrier of language. 
His evocation of laughter, for the most part, is 
dependent not on the punch lines and situations 
created by a high-priced battery of gag writers 
but upon his own facial and anatomical contortions, 
upon his own great talent for mimicry and versimili-
tude.56 

Gene Fowler called Red "the most talented sight comic since 

57 
Chaplin." W. C. Fields once confided that if the story of 

his life were ever filmed, he wanted Red Skelton to portray 

58 

him in the movie. 

Moreover, Skelton refuted any suggestion that his comedy 

was in the sad clown tradition. Though he often portrayed 

a man who was out of his element, the character did not quite 

realize it. When pressed for his opinions on comedy, Skelton 

"^Shearer, p. 23. "^Ibid. 

58Ibid. 
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frankly admitted that he was not certain why people found 

him funny. He believed that it might be because he did not 

try to be clever. In his opinion, audiences liked jokes 

that were familiar. 

When I do a pantomime or a situation its always of 
someone they have met or something they have said 
or experienced themselves. They recognize it, 
understand it, and laugh at it. I guess people 
enjo^ seeing exaggerations of something they all 

Skelton further stated that "a true clown is many expres-

sions, many people. He hopes that others may be able to see 

60 
themselves through him." In speaking of the obvious 

rapport which he had with audiences, Red stated that "they 

61 

become a part of me and I become a part of them." 

Throughout his career, Skelton wrote a great deal of 

his own material. He kept a file of over 60,000 jokes and 

ideas which he constantly evaluated for freshness and 

6 2 

universality. He studied the movements of children, dogs, 

and dancers for inspiration because he believed almost all 

of their actions were either naturally graceful or humorous. 

When questioned once about how he learned to imitate a drunk 
59 
Larry Wolters, "Red Skelton: America's Most Durable 

down," Today's Health, XXXVII (December, 1959), 24. 
fin 
"Red Skelton: What Keeps Him Going?" Look, XXIII 

(October 13, 1959), 36. 

^Ibid. t p. 34. ^Shearer, pp. 22-23. 
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so realistically, Skelton replied that his movements were 

inspired by watching the unbalanced actions of a baby learn-

ing to walk. He kept a daily record of amusing bits of 

6 3 
human behavior which he had observed. "My most serious 

thoughts turn into my most laughable comedy acts," he said. 

64 

"Everything is grist for my mill." 

Red's pantomimes varied greatly in mood. Most were 

raucous, such as his doughnut routine and the one in which 

he threw a coat over his head, inserted his arms into the 
6 5 

sleeves, and imitated two elephants in love. Others 

leaned more toward pathos. In this category were the mimes 

of the little boy who unintentionally almost kills a bird 

with his slingshot and the scene of the astronaut whose life 

line has snapped, leaving him to die alone in space. Probably 

Skelton's most requested mime was his scene of an old man 

watching a parade go by. This mime symbolized the parade of 

life which marches inevitably toward death. It ended with 

the old man jauntily falling into step. It is said that the 

inspiration for this pantomime came from a question once 

asked Skelton by his son Richard, who died at the age of 
63"Red Skelton: What Keeps Him Going?" p. 38. 

^Shearer, p. 23. 

115. 
^"The Invincible Red," Life, L (April 21, 1961), 109-
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eight with leukemia. Richard asked what happened to people 

when they die. Red's answer: "They join, a parade and 

start marching. 

Red Skelton was a very religious man, and his faith 

played a large part in his philosophy of clowning. He said 

often, "I personally believe that each one of us was put here 

for a purpose—to build up and not destroy. If I can make 

people smile, then I have served my purpose for God. . . . 

No mater how successful a clown may become, he should never 

6 7 
forget that, originally, his talent was a gift from God." 

^"Red Skelton: What Keeps Him Going?" pp. 35-38. 

^Ibid., p. 38. 



CHAPTER III 

MIMES WHO USE SCENERY, PROPERTIES, AND MUSIC 

Whereas Decroux, Marceau, and Skelton were thought of 

as pure mimes, the two artists who remain to be studied, 

Jean-Louis Barrault and Charlie Chaplin, used the full 

production style in performing. One of the major differences 

between Barrault and Chaplin was their choice of media. 

Barrault was one of the foremost mimes of the theatre, 

Chaplin's fame rests mainly on his work in the silent motion 

pictures. 

Jean-Louis Barrault 

Jean-Louis Barrault was called the most gifted of all 

1 

the modern mimes. He differed from Decroux and Marceau 

in that he was not known as a pure mime. Barrault's most 

widely acclaimed mimetic performances were those in which 

scenery, properties, and music were part of the production. 

Perhaps because of such performances, like Baptiste, 

Barrault succeeded where Marceau failed. Whereas Marceau 

was criticized for lacking depth in his sketches, Barrault 

"'""Pantomimes," Life, XVIII (January 29, 1945), 37-40. 

47 
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was recognized by the critics as penetrating beyond virtuosity 

in his miming. He was credited with merging the traditional 

French emphasis on design with a concern for the emotional 

2 

origins of the movements used by the characters he portrayed. 

Barrault was born in Vesinet, France, on September 8, 

1910. While a student of drama under Charles Dullin in 
/ 

Paris in 1931, he also studied mime with Etienne Decroux. 

In 1935, Barrault worked under Jacques Cocteau at the 

Theatre Antoine, and in 1940 he entered the Comedie Francaise 
7 

where he performed a wide variety of roles. 

During his stay at the Comedie, Barrault married 

Madeleine Renaud. The two of them resigned from the Comedie 
'A 3 

in 1946 to take over the management of the Theatre Marigny. 
4 

There they set about creating a real "home of the theatre." 

Though the study of word and diction continued to claim 

Barrault's attention, he dedicated himself to the study of 

gesture and to "the interesting, useful, and profoundly 

poetic practice of pantomime."^ 
2 
Doris Hering, "Reviews," Dance Magazine, XXXIV 

(November, i960), 24. 
3 
"Jean-Louis Barrault," The Oxford Companion to the 

Theatre, edited by Phyllis Hartnoll, 3rd ed. (London, 1967), 
pp. 82-83. 

^"Reviews," Newsweek, XL (November 24, 1952), 89. 

5Ibid. 
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As well as becoming one of the world's best mimes, he 

also wrote perceptive surveys of the art of pantomime, which 

he believed should contain neither narrative nor explanation. 

Yet a pantomime which lasted one-half hour required as much 

written material as a five-act play. Macbeth, for example, 

6 
could be reduced to a pantomime of forty minutes. 

• 

Barrault disagreed with Etienne Decroux on the use of 

pantomime. Calling his work "statue-mimes," Decroux usually 

specialized in still scenes wherein the artists concentrated 

on projecting the essence of what they were portraying. 

Though Barrault felt that statuesque miming was poetic art, 

he was interested in mime as dramatic art. To Barrault, 

these still scenes only distorted the bodily expression 

instead of expressing real truth.'' 

Of special concern to Barrault was what he called "too 

much poeticality" in the gestures of younger mimes. Above 

all else, a mime should master his body and its physical skill. 

Barrault feared that useless movements would distort the 

overall meaning of a mime's gestures. The problem was that 

the teaching of pantomime was laden with tradition. Mime 

or any other means of expression should be basically impersonal, 

6 
Jean-Louis Barrault, The Theatre of Jean-Louis Barrault 

(New York, l96l), p. 29. 

''ibid. , p. 30. 
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so that a novice had the possibility of adding to it his 

own manner or personality. An insistence on conformity to 

tradition in mime was as ridiculous as having all people 

8 

use exactly the same inflections and tones in speech. 

Barrault also had strong feelings about those who 

diminish pantomime as an art. He claimed that such people 

promoted a woodenness of the body, and sought a refuge in 

words, not for a love of the words themselves, but out of 

mental slothfulness. The task of gaining wider acceptance 
9 

for pantomime lay in educating the public to it. 

Barrault wrote extensively on the fundamentals of 

pantomime. He said that there were three chief difficulties 

inherent in the art of miming. First, mime was useless as 

long as it remained objective. Objective miming was no 

more than a kind of exercise, which did nothing more than 

create the illusion that a given object exists. Barrault 

said that this sort of miming may be amusing at first, but 

it soon became tiresome. A second difficulty Barrault found 

in pantomime arose from the mime's attempt to follow the 

spoken word too closely. This practice made pantomime seem 

to be a deficient art or a dumb language. In this case the 

mime suggested only words, not states of being, with 
8Ibid., p. 55. 9Ibid. , p. 56. 
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his gestures. The final difficulty which Barrault claimed 

may befall a mime was the chance that he may not be understood. 

This sort of difficulty was faced only by the mime who was 

not superficial, but who was a true poet with his body. 

Barrault admitted that, unfortunately, sometimes pantomime 

was a closed art; the public fell away not because it was 

10 

sickened, but because it was lost. 

On the other hand, Barrault saw three major problems a 

mime faces when he prepares a scene. The first was the 

portrayal of attitudes. Each person possessed a delicate and 

mortal internal world. The progression of stages of the 

internal life manifested itself in attitudes, and present 

attitudes were the result of previous ones. The mime who 

wanted to understand an attitude so that he could portray 

it accurately should discover its individual components. 

If the mime played a hunchback, for example, he should ask 

how this character came to be in that shape. Was it through 

long, hard work, or bearing the burden of a great sorrow? 

This was the first problem of the mime—how to grasp the 
11 

attitude or inner being he wished to portray. 

The second problem of the mime was the determination of 

the point at which a person meets what is outside himself. 
lQIbid., p. 57. 1XIbid., pp. 59-60. 
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All people learn to accept those things which they need and 

to avoid those which are useless in the outside world. This 

operation is carried out by instinct, experience, and 

intelligence. Instinct acts as a compass, and the senses 

12 

dictate the direction the limbs should move. 

Finally, the third problem of the mime was his actions, 

which took place on three planes: the objective plane, the 

subjective plane, and the imaginary plane. Behavior, of 

course, exists objectively; it is what it is, and it was 

perceptible to the onlooker. Yet a person may have an 

affective idea of his behavior which generally corresponds to 

his actual behavior, and different motives may exist for a 

man's behavior than those supposed by the onlooker. The 

motives for a specific behavior are not always clear even 

to the one experiencing the behavior. Insofar as motives 

are impulses from the unconscious, an onlooker may judge an 

action's source more easily because of his objective position. 

These two planes imagination transforms into something else. 

In critical situations, a man may transpose objective reality 

into imaginary reality which causes him to have extreme 

reactions. These reactions are called emotions. For example, 

l2Ibid., p. 61. 
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if one imagines that his enemy, who was previously dangerous, 

has become impotent, he feels free to give full reign to 

13 
the emotion of anger. 

Barrault concluded that the mime has to include each of 

these planes in his performance. The world of objects 

should be on the realistic plane. When dealing with the 

subjective plane, the mime endeavors to express feelings. 

Through imagination, the mime transposes both feelings and 

14 
objective reality into poetic reality. 

The purest example of Jean-Louis Barrault's art was 

the pantomime play Baptiste, which was first performed at 

the Theatre Marigny in the late 1940's. A second performance 

1 & 
occurred in 1951 at the St. James Theatre in London. Thus, 

Barrault was well acquainted with the role of Pierrot in the 

pantomime by the time the show reached the Ziegfeld Theatre 

in New York in November of 1952. 

Baptiste, derived from an ancient mime called The Old 

Clothes Man, tells the story of Pierrot, played by Barrault, 

who dreams that a statue of Columbine, played by Madeleine 

"^Ibid. , p. 62. ^Ibid. 

15 
Henry Hewes, "Broadway Postscript," Saturday Review, 

XXXV (November 19, 1952), 27. 
1 f i 

"Jean-Louis Barrault," pp. 82-83. 
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Renaud, comes to life. Later Columbine runs away with 

Harlequin. In order to follow the pair to a masquerade ball, 

Pierrot murders an old clothes man and steals appropriate 

garments for the party. Eventually the ghost of the old 

17 

clothes man seeks vengeance on Pierrot. 

Performed as fantasy, the pantomime came close to being 

a ballet with its music, graceful movements, and rich produc-

tion. The play was an actor's dream, moreover, because it 

incorporated all of the emotions and playing styles from 

broad clowning to pathos. The theatre critic for Time 
18 

called Baptiste "an exercise in sheer airiness and grace." 

The most effective moments of Barrault's performance 

were those in which the story stopped and he made a direct 
19 

contact with the audience. These were instances of mime 

that were not dependent on the set for their effect. . In 

fact, Pierrot was seen as a Chaplinesque figure—the sad, 

wide-eyed, rejected little man, both funny and pathetic, at 
20 

the mercy of the fortunes of life. This quality was 
^Eric Bentley, "The Poet in New York," New Republic, 

CXXVII (December 1, 1952), 23. 

1 R x "The Theater," Time, LX (November 24, 1942), 68. 

19 
Hewes, p. 27. 

20 
William H. Beyer, "Reviews," School and Society, LXXVI 

(December 20, 1952), 402. 
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especially evident when Barrault mimed the sewing of a coat 

and the testing of a rope with which he was about to hang 

himself.^ 

Using Baptiste as a reference, at least one critic 

described Barrault's concept of theatre. He was seen to 

emphasize gesture in his work as something more subtle, 

primitive, and direct than the extremely verbal drama of 

the modern stage. Moreover, Barrault used mime, music, and 

22 

rhythm to bring out the poetic quality in a drama. 

Since Jean-Louis Barrault was more an actor than 

exclusively a mime, he realized the importance of gesture 

in spoken drama. He considered gesture to be the essential 

tool of the actor in conveying thoughts and feelings to the 

audience. The actor's interpretation of an emotion is not 

so vivid as it could be if it lacks the proper coordination 
23 

of language and movement. 

Charlie Chaplin 

Charlie Chaplin was considered the epitome of a clown. 

From 1914 onward, his motion pictures played all over the world. 

21 
Hewes, p. 27. 

22 
Richard Hayes, "The Stage," Commonweal, LVII 

(December 5, 1972), 223. 

23 
Huff, Theodore, Charlie Chaplin (New York, 1951), 

pp. 4-5. 
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In the guise of the Little Tramp, he endeared himself to an 

audience of millions. 

No doubt Chaplin's longevity as an entertainer resulted 

from the universality of his characterization, his deep 

understanding of human nature, and his projection of a 

gallant spirit who smiled through the most trying circum-

24 

stances. Because he was silent, Chaplin used pantomime 

for much of his expression. Through his miming he could 

be anything one expected him to be, and anything one did 
25 

not expect him to be. Though early in his career Chaplin 
stated he was only a "little nickel comedian," whose sole 

26 

aim was to "make people laugh," he proved to be one of 

the greatest mimes of all times. As such, he became truly 

a citizen of the world. 

Unlike most great mimes, however, Chaplin did not 

specialize in the art because of any real love for pantomime. 

The simple fact was that Chaplin concentrated on miming 

because at the start of his career the motion picture had 

been invented, but the coming of the sound track was still 

years away. To be silent for purely technical reasons was 

Theodore Huff, Charlie Chaplin (New York, l95l), 
pp. 4-5. 

25Ibid., p. 7. 26Ibid. , p. 8. 
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quite a different matter from being silent on principle, 

like Decroux. Yet Chaplin was an adventurer in the new 

territory of film, to which he adapted the old art of the 

music hall. Chaplin's work was an expansion into a yet 

27 
untried field. 

Whereas Decroux's experiments in mime were a retreat 

28 

to the basics of the art, Chaplin took pantomime into an 

untried medium. He soon found that the silent films were 

the greatest boon to pantomime that had every been invented. 

For the first time it was possible to record a performance 

and allow large numbers of people scattered over wide areas 
30 

to experience the same performance. In the past, aspiring 

mimes had had no great works of past mimes to study. Each 

new mime had to begin again, discovering the secrets of the 

art of gesture in his own body. Now the films of Chaplin 
31 

were a major instrument in the study of mime. 
27 
Eric Bentley, "The Pretensions of Pantomime," Theatre 

Arts, XXXV (February, l95l), 30. 
28Ibid., p. 30. 

• 29 
Douglas Hunt and Kari Hunt, Pantomime: The Silent 

Theater (New York, 1964), p. 70. 
30 
Ibid., p. 71. 

31 
Jack Anderson, "Dialogue Between Mime and Skeptic," 

29 

Dance Magazine, XLI (August, 1967), 20-21. 
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From the beginning of the silent films, however, the 

real artists were the technicians. The use of the unlimited 

latitude and trickery of the camera to provide a stage for 

32 

the pantomime was the true art of the silent film. 

The hope that the quality of American acting would 

improve because the silent films would force actors to 

sharpen their skills in pantomime and become more inter-

pretative both in facial expression and manner was never 

realized. The films stressed breakneck movement in which 

actors were accessories rather than human beings who revealed 
33 

delicate shadings of thought and action. 

For this reason, primarily, motion picture actors 

developed a new style of pantomime. Since the producers 

and directors required first of all that actors "register," 

and since most of them had little idea of the difference 

between regular stage business and true pantomime, the 
34 

pantomime suffered from exaggeration. Most of the actors 
felt insecure with the sudden loss of spoken words to help 

35 
clarify their gestures. 

32Hunt, p. 73. 

33 
Montrose J- Moses, "Pantomime—An Art Reborn," 

Independent, LXXXVIII (November 6, 1916), 232. 
34 
Alfred B. Kuttner, "The Pantomime and the Picture," 

The Nation, CXIII (October 5, 1921), 375. 

35Hunt, p. 73. 
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To dismay the serious actors further, the producers of 

the early films decided the exaggerated style of pantomime 

was particularly funny. Broad gestures, the huge scope of 

the camera, and rapid pacing made possible the classic silent 

3 6 
film sequence known as "the chase." 

The master of this frenetic comedy was Mack Sennett, 

37 
whose films were "the commedia dell' arte gone wild." 

In them, as in all silent films, the job of the comedian was 

to be as funny as possible physically. Instead of giving 

the viewers a figure of speech to explain his situation or 

condition, he gave them a vision of his state of being. In 

short, he played out a visual poem which everyone could 

understand! When a silent comedian used the old slapstick 

cliche of being hit on the head, for example, 

The least he might do was to straighten up still as 
a plank and fall over backward with so much skill 
that his whole length seemed to slap the floor at the 
same instant. Or he might make a cadenza of it—look 
vague, smile like an angel, roll up his eyes, lace 
his fingers, thrust his palms downward as far as they 
would go, hunch his shoulders, rise on tiptoe, prance 
ecstatically in narrowing circles until, with tallow 
knees, he sank down the vortex of his dizziness to the 
floor, and there signified nirvana by kicking his heels 
twice, like a swimming f r o g . 3 8 

36Ibid., p. 74. 37Ibid., p. 75. 

38 
James Agee, Agee on Film (New York, 1958), p. 3. 
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Though not all of the sight gags were great pantomime, 

they did get laughs. Yet mechanical tricks were not enough 

in themselves to sustain the public's interest. In order to 

become an art, the cinema required the skills of a master 

pantomimist who could bring portrayals of human reactions 

39 

and pathos to the screen. Such an artist was Charles 

Spencer Chaplin, who was bom in London on April 16, 1889, the 

son of a pair of vaudevillians, Charles and Lily Chaplin. 

Charlie's father was a singer and a music hall comedian, his 

mother a dancer, and the family was reduced to poverty by the 

father's death of alcoholism when Charlie was five years old. 
40 

His mother's ill health soon wrecked her career as well. 

Before that happened, Charlie learned pantomime from 

his mother. She often interpreted the private lives of their 

neighbors in the London slum which was their home by the way 

the strangers behaved on the street. This habit of studying 
41 

people's actions was passed on to her son. Then, when 

her mind began to fail, she was put in an institution. 

Since all of his older brothers had already left home, Charlie 

was left to make his own way in the London street like one of 
^^Hunt, p. 76. ^Huff, pp. 10-11. 
41 
Parker Tyler, Chaplin, Last of the Clowns (New York, 

1948), p. 22. 
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the children in a tale from Dickens. He fed himself by 

dancing in the street, selling paper boats, working as a 

lather boy in a barber shop, and other odd jobs. He slept in 

42 

the market or the park. 

As harsh as this life was, it provided a kind of educa-

tion that was invaluable for the future Little Tramp: he 

learned the problems of the poor firsthand; human nature is 

rarely so completely revealed than in those who exist on the 

level of subsistence. From the lessons he learned from this 

experience, Chaplin was later to mine a rich store of both 
43 

the laughter and drama of common life for his films. 

Sidney, Chaplin's older brother, eventually returned from 

Africa, and took the boy into his care. He conducted Charlie 

around the theatrical booking agencies. As Chaplin began to 

win good reviews for his performances, the family achieved 
44 

a measure of prosperity. 

When Chaplin was still a youth he was a member of a 

variety company which toured the Channel Islands. The 

islanders spoke the Norman-French language of their ancestors, 
42Huff, p. 12. 
43 
Winston Churchill, "Everybody's Language," Collier's 

LXLVI (October 26, 1935), 24. 

44Huff, pp. 12-13. 
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arid had difficulty understanding the Cockney phrases of the 

actors, whose jokes fell flat. When Chaplin finally resorted 

to pantomime to get the desired response from the audience, 

he was impressed by the eagerness with which his miming was 

received by the audience. From that time on,he worked at 

45 

developing his natural gift for pantomime. 

At the age of seventeen, Chaplin and his brother Sidney 

signed with the Fred Karno Comedy Company for a tour of 

Canada and the United States. Another rising young Engligh 

comic in the tour was Stan Laurel. Profoundly affected by 

his exposure to the American life-style, Chaplin later 

incorporated into his film characterizations many of the 

qualities of American life which he observed on that trip.^ 

How Chaplin was discovered for the films remains unclear. 

It was reported that a film magnate, A, Kessel, was passing 

Hammerstein's Music Hall on Broadway in 1913 when he heard 

roars of laughter from inside the theatre. Investigating the 

source of merriment, Kessel entered the hall and saw a 

performance of the Karno show. Presumably Kessel was so 

impressed by Chaplin that he went backstage after the 

performance and offered him a job in the Keystone Comedies. 

At first Charlie refused, but finally he could not resist 

45 46 
Churchill, p. 38. Ibid., p. 24. 
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47 

Kessel's offer of one hundred and fifty dollars a week. 

In another version of the story. Mack Sennett discovered and 

signed Chaplin himself when he found the young comic working 
48 

in a theatre in London. No matter which account is true, 

in 1914 Chaplin left the theatre to begin his carreer in 

motion pictures. 

Chaplin appeared in thirty-five of the Sennett comedies 

before he developed the Little Tramp as a stock character of 

his own. The Tramp was purely an American type, despite 

Charlie's English background. The proverty-stricken people 

with whom Charlie had associated while he was growing up in 

London had an aura of hopelessness. For the most part, they 

were resigned to their fate and never expected to make any-

thing of their lives. The American tramp of the early 1900's 

was a different breed. In the American hobo, Chaplin saw an 

indomitable spirit of defiance and disdain. This sort of 

vagrant was not so much an outcast of society as a rebel 

against it. He did not care to have a steady job because he 

loved the adventure of the road. Some of the American 
49 

pioneer spirit seemed to be in the hearts of these wanderers. 

Chaplin attempted to embody this spirit in his Tramp. 
47 48 
Ibid., p. 38. Hunt, p. 76. 

^Churchill, p. 24. 
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Thus,the Little Tramp was intended to be a portrayal of 

the common man against the world. He was also the child who 

is supposed to exist in all men. The tramp in flight became 

a symbol of the child running to escape the discovery of his 

g u i l t . Y e t the tramp was still a caricature in that he 

combined the self-assurance of an adult with the awkwardness 

51 
of a child. Moreover, the two types of clown—the foppish 

Harlequin and the grief-stricken Pierrot—were both expressed 

52 
by the Tramp. 

In this regard, the Tramp costume achieved a measure of 

importance. The idea of wearing formal clothes possibly came 

from Max Linder, a French film comedian. Chaplin, however, 

converted the formal clothes into a variation of the rags 

that have been a traditional part of mime disguises since the 

53 

days of the Greeks and Romans. The costume gave a universal 

appearance of shabby gentility and aspiring dignity. Chaplin 

said of his suit, 
That costume helps me to express my conception of the 
average man . . . The derby, too small, is a striving 
for dignity. The mustache is vanity. The tightly 
buttoned coat and the stick and the whole manner are 
a gesture toward gallantry and dash and "front." He 
is trying to put up a bluff, and he knows that, too.54 

50Tyler, p. 31. 51Ibid., p. 35. 

52Ibid., pp. 42-43. 53Hunt, p. 79. 

~^Huff, p. 3. 
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The cr Ize shoes, baggy pants, jacket and vest blousy at 

the waist and narrow at the arms, the head elongated by a 

high forehead and the derby—these showed the adult as he 

was seen by a child who is near his feet and looking up."^ 

The shoes of the Tramp merit consideration by themselves, 

The little man wanted to find love, but his huge feet would 

not let him; the shoes were also symbols of the leadenness 

of his feet. Perhaps the gigantic shoes represented some 

mental or moral flaw in the man's character as well, in the 

same way the red nose of the circus clown was his flaw. 

Because of the flaw he could not find love. Another view 

was that the red color indicated drunkenness. Finally, the 

Tramp's shoes were a disadvantage because they rooted him to 

56 
the ground and prevented him from growing. 

Chaplin's own view of comedy was that 

. . . comedy must be real and true to life. My 
comedy is actual life with the slightest twist or 
exaggeration to bring out what it might be under 
certain circumstances.5? 

He further stated that he considered humor to be mankind's 

58 

buffer against the seriousness of life. To Chaplin, the 

character who has had something funny happen to him and 

attempts to maintain his dignity was the funniest of all. 

"*~*Tyler, p. 23. "^Ibid., pp. 44-46. 

57 5ft 
Huff, p. 3. Ibid., p. 5. 
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He said that his films were all based on the idea of getting 

him into trouble and then giving him a chance to be very 

59 
serious in his attempt to appear normal. 

59 
Ibid., pp. 121-122. 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

The unifying element in all pantomime has always been 

the use of the art to make statements about human behavior. 

When pantomime began in ancient Greece,there were two types: 

the comic style, with its free movements, dealt with the 

lighter side of life; the classical style, with its formalized 

gestures, was used in acting the early tragedies. As mime 

gradually became the domain of court jesters, commedia troupes, 

and circus clowns, its possibilities for portraying all the 

emotions of man became obscured. That is, pantomime came 

more and more to rely on acrobatics, stock characters, and 

traditional situations, which were used only to create comedy 

or, at most, pathos. To be sure, this style of miming 

required sensitivity and exacting dedication from the artist, 

but it was limited by its concern with objective representa-

tion and physical virtuosity. At the start of the twentieth 

century, therefore, pantomime had become principally a 

diversion in circ;ases and tent shows. 
/ 

In 1923, Etienne Decroux began his investigation of the 

ways in which mime could be used to illuminate man's 

67 
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inner being. This was the beginning of the modern style of 

pantomime, exemplified chiefly by Jean-Louis Barrault, 

Marcel Marceau, Charlie Chaplin, and Red Skelton. These 

mimes took the comic pantomime into the realms of introspec-

tion and philosophy. Through their miming, each of these 

artists made statements about the individual man's relation-

ship with society and fate—imponderables which he cannot 

understand or influence. Marceau's Bip and Barrault's 

Pierrot were sad and pathetic little characters, always at 

the mercy of the fortunes of life; Chaplin's Tramp craftily 

fought against these forces with defiance and disdain; and 

the characters of Skelton's mimes took a happy-go-lucky 

attitude—they were out of their element but never quite 

realized it. Each of the personal philosophies toward life 

that the human race has the option of embracing, therefore, 

is represented in the.pantomimes of these artists. Man can 

either constantly fight to better himself, sink into defeat 

and despair, or go through life nonchalantly depending on 

chance. 

Decroux, Barrault, and Marceau were all products of a 

formal schooling in pantomime, whereas Chaplin and Skelton 

learned their art through performances before audiences. 

Thus, a mime may be well trained in theatre and dance, and 

apply this knowledge to his own style of performing, or he 
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may begin to perform when very young and perfect his art 

on the stage. Although Chaplin and Skelton developed their 

mimetic skills without benefit of academic training, their 

pantomimes, however, were in the same vein as those of 

Decroux and his students. After first going through a 

period of miming boisterously for laughs, both Chaplin and 

Skelton broadened their ranges to make comments on the human 

condition through pantomime in the same manner espoused by 

Decroux and his followers. 

Pantomime is a broad subject; only one aspect of it, the 

modern school, has been dealt with in this thesis, and even 

on that subject this record is incomplete because new mimes 

have appeared since the ones studied here. Modern pantomimists 

such as Switzerland's Dimitri, Israel's Shai K. Ophir, and 

America's Lionel Shepard, to note only a few, are known for 

their miming in the modern style. An interesting study might 

be made of how these and other contemporary artists used 

pantomime to make satiric comments on current subjects, such 

as the bomb, and even billboards, in much the same manner 

in which the ancient Greeks used pantomime to satirize 

topical events of their time. Another area of pantomime 

which could be investigated is its relationships with the 

dance. The use of pantomime by the curious clowns and by 

the family troupes, such as the Fratellini brothers, which 
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has been mentioned only in passing in this thesis, represents 

one more approach to mime that offers opportunities for 

inquiry by the student. The study of motion picture and 

television mimes other than the ones mentioned here is 

another possibility for further examination of the subject. 

Such a study could focus on the works of Buster Keaton, 

Laurel and Hardy, Harold Lloyd, Sid Caesar, and Ernie Kovacs, 

for example. 

Some entertainment vogues come and go, but pantomime 

endures because it presents man with an insight into his 

inner being. Pantomime satisfies man's wish to express his 

vaguely understood emotions by portraying those feelings 

through motions which are beyond the reach of words. 
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